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AECTIO EXPEDITIONS SENT FROM THE AMERICAN 

COLONIES 

BY EDWIN SWIFT BALCH. 

About the middle of the eighteenth century, several 
expeditions were sent from the English colonies of America 
towards the Arctic regions. They appear to have originated 
mainly from a desire to find a northwest passage for the sake 
of commerce, altho this may not have been the motive in 
all cases. 

The earliest voyage of an American vessel to the north of 
which I have found any record, is that of a privateer from 
New York which must have been off the Labrador coast 
before 1750. This is mentioned in a book, published by 
Thomas Jefferys in London in 1768, the appendix of which 
is unquestionably a portion of Captain Swaine's journal of 
his voyage of 1753, altho the name of the author of the 
narrative is not mentioned. 1 Captain Swaine met an 
English " snow" under command of Captain GofF off the 
Labrador coast, and the mate of the " snow" stated that he 
had made a trip in the long boat on the coast of Labrador 
to latitude 57° 14', and that one day he saw some Eskimo, 
who were much frightened, and that another time he fired 
at some Eskimo with a blunderbuss. Captain Swaine evi- 
dently thought these Eskimo were timid and hostile as the 
result of their treatment by some whites and he says : " By 
a Privateer from New York, some years since, the first 
Offence was given ; those who have gone have done nothing 
to mollify or abate this Enmity and Revenge." This would 
seem to be proof positive that there was at least one ship, 
and perhaps more, sent from the American colonies to the 
Labrador coast several years before Captain Swaine, that is 
before the year 1753. 

1 "The Great Probability of a North West Passage," p. 151. 
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The next colonial expedition in point of time, Captain 
Swaine's expedition of 1753, is the only one of which there 
remains some known rather extended data. By a curions 
coincidence of nomenclature, the first American known to 
make an Antarctic discovery was also a Captain Swain. 1 
The expedition of 1753 was a purely commercial venture in 
search of a northwest passage. 

The names of only some of the persons who helped in 
fitting out this expedition are known, but it was mainly a 
Philadelphia enterprise. Thomas Jefferys 2 states that the 
voyage " was made from Philadelphia, in a schooner of 
about sixty tons, and fifteen persons aboard, fitted out on a 
subscription of the Merchants of Maryland, Pennsylvania, 
New York and Boston." Certain it is that it was organ- 
ized in 1752, from the letter of Chief Justice "William Allen, 3 
said to be addressed to Thomas Penn and now in the Penn 
Manuscripts in The Historical Society of Pennsylvania. 
From the letter it is clear that " a scoundrell of a parson 
one James Sterling" nearly succeeded in stopping the un- 
dertaking, by applying " to the crown for an exclusive 
patent " " of the trade of the Labrador coast." The Phila- 
delphia merchants in turn " transmitted a petition to his 
Majesty praying that no patent for an exclusive trade be 
granted," and that is all that is known at present of the 
matter. Chief Justice Allen's letter is as follows : 

"Sir : Philad. Nov" 17th 1752 

As I am quite assured that every thing that regards the interest and 
reputation of the province of Pennsylvania will ever be regarded by you 
I therefore beg leave to solicite your favour in behalf of my self and 
many other of the merchants of this place. Notwithstanding the 
repeated attempts of Gentlemen in England to discover the Northwest 

1 "Antarctica" by Edwin Swift Balch, p. 75. 

2 " The Great Probability of a North West Passage " Preface, p. XI. 

'"William Allen was born in 1703, and died in 1780. He was 
sometime a member of the Pennsylvania Assembly, and from 1751 to 
1774, Chief Justice of Pennsylvania. " The Pennsylvania Magazine of 
History and Biography," Vol. I., 1877, pp. 202-211 : Edward F. de 
Lancey : ' ' Chiet Justice William Allen. ' ' 
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passage without success ; yet there has appeared among us a spirit to 
undertake that noble design which if effected will redound to the honour 
of your Province and to the advantage of us the undertakers. By the 
inclosed papers over which if you will be pleased to cast an eye you will 
perceive that last year we had intended to put our design into execution 
but by the extremity of the winter and other accidents it was postponed 
till next spring at which time as we have bought a vessell and all other 
materials and engaged Navigators and mariners we shall proceed in the 
affair and dispatch the vessell from hence the latter end of March and 
are in great hopes of avoiding the mistakes of former attempts and pur- 
suing as we think more propper measures to be able to effect the discov- 
ery of the passage or at least put it out of doubt whether there is one or 
no. We have been the more incouraged in this attempt by the consid- 
eration that in case our search for the passage should be fruitles we 
might strike out a lucrative trade on the Coast of Labrador. But we to 
our great surprise are informed we are like to be deprived of the proposed 
trade by means of a scoundrell of a parson one James Sterling who last 
summer took his passage to London and there represented the advantage 
of the trade to the Labrador coast in such a light to Mess Granbury 
Buchanan and others that it is said they have applied to the crown for 
an exclusive patent. This same Sterling who is a Church of England 
minister at Newtown in Maryland was concerned with us originally in 
the undertaking and subscribed to bear a part of the expense but after 
he had by frequent conversations extracted from the person we cheifly 
depend upon for executing the design all or cheif part of the intelligence 
that he could give he has been base enough to endeavour to circumvent 
us. As a proof of what I assert I here inclose his original letter wrote 
with his own hand to Mr. Benjamin Franklin. We have also here our 
paper of subscription for the carrying on the undertaking signed by the 
said Sterling. Notwithstanding which as I said before he made a Voy- 
age to London and for his discovery and the proprosals he laid before 
the above gentlemen he has though a parson been rewarded with a col- 
lectorship of the Customs at the head of the bay. We conceive ourselves 
very ill used by this false Brother have therefore transmitted a petition 
to his Majesty (which comes herewith) praying that no Patent for an 
exclusive trade may be granted which is humbly submitted to your con- 
sideration and I am desired to request that you would be pleased to get 
it presented if you judge it will answer any good end. The expense 
attending the sollicitation &c I will take care as soon as I know what it 
is with thanks to discharge. Your kind interposition in our behalf will 
conferr a very great obligation on many of the most considerable mer- 
chants of this place and particularly on 

Your most obedient Humble servant 
Will. Allen." 
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Captain Swaine sailed in the Spring of 1753, since Benja- 
min Franklin, one of the subscribers, wrote to Jared Eliot 
from Philadelphia on April 12, 1753 : l " Our vessel, named 
the Argo,is gone for tbe northwest passage, and the Captain 
has borrowed my Journals of the last voyage, except one 
volume of a broken set, which I send you." 

In a brief account of this expedition which appeared three 
quarters of a century later, 2 it is stated that the Argo sailed 
from Philadelphia on the 4th of March, and having " touched 
at the Hiannas, near Cape Cod, and at Portsmouth, in New 
England, to take in her complement of hands, etc., she 
took her departure from the latter place on the 15th 
April." 

The story of the expedition is well and briefly told in the 
notice which appeared on its return in a Philadelphia news- 
paper: 3 

"Philadelphia, November 15. 

"Sunday last arriv'd here the Schooner Argo, Captain Charles Swaine, 
who sail' d from this Port last Spring on the Discovery of a North-West 
Passage. She fell in with the Ice oif of Farewell ; left the Eastern Ice, 
and fell in with the Western Ice in Lat. 58, and cruiz'd to the North- 
ward to Lat. 63. to clear it, but could not, it then extending to the East- 
ward. On her return to the Southward, she met with two Danish Ships 
bound to Ball Eiver and Disco up Davis's Straits, who had been in the 
Ice fourteen Days oif Farewell, and had then stood to Westward, and 
assured the Commander that the Ice was fast to the Shore all above 
Hudson's Straits to the Distance of 40 Leagues out, and that there had 
not been such a severe Winter as the last these 24 Years that they had 
used that Trade ; they had been 9 weeks from Copenhagen. The Argo 
finding that she could not get round the Ice, press' d thro' it, and got 
into the Straits mouth the 26th of June, and made the Island Resolution, 
but was forc'd out by vast Quantities of driving Ice, and got into a clear 
Sea the first of July. On the 14th, cruising the Ice for an Opening to 
get in again she met 4 Sail of Hudson's Bay Ships, endeavouring to get 

1 ' ' The writings of Benjamin Franklin , " by Albert Henry Smyth, Vol. 
III., p. 123. 

2 "The American Quarterly," Philadelphia, June 1828, pp. 505-542, 
article " North West Passage." 

'"The Pennsylvania Gazette," November 15th, 1753, Number 
1299. 
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in, and continued with them till the 19th, when they parted in thick 
Weather in Lat. 62 and a Half; which thick Weather continued to the 
7th of August ; the Hudson's Bay-men supposed themselves 40 Leagues 
from the western Land. The Argo ran down the Ice from 63 to 57.30. 
and, after repeated Attempts to enter the Straits in vain, as the Season 
for Discovery on the Western Side of the Bay was over, she went on the 
Labrador Coast, and discover'd it perfectly from 56 to 55, finding no less 
than 6 Inlets, to the Heads of all of which they went, and of which we 
hear they have made a very good Chart, and have a better Account of the 
Country, its Soil, Produce, &c, than has hitherto been published. The 
Captain says 'tis much like Norway ; and that there is no Communica- 
tion with Hudson's Bay thro' Labrador where one has been heretofore 
imagined, a high Ridge of mountains running North and South about 50 
Leagues within the Coast. In one of the Harbours they found a deserted 
Wooden House with a Brick Chimney, which had been built by some 
English, as appear'd by sundry Things they left behind ; and afterwards 
in another Harbour they met with Capt.Goff in a Snow from London, 
who inform' d, that the same Snow had been there last Year, and landed 
some of the Moravian Brethren, who had built that House ; But the Na- 
tives having decoy' d the then Captain of the Snow, and 5 or 6 of his 
Hands in their Boat round a Point of Land at a Distance from the Snow, 
under Pretence of Trade, and carry'd them all off (they having gone im- 
prudently without Arms) the Snow, after waiting 16 Days without hear- 
ing of them, went home, and was oblig'd to take away the Moravians to 
help to work the vessel. Part of her Business this Year was to enquire 
after those Men. Captain Swaine discover'd a fine Fishing Bank, which 
lies but 6 Leagues off the Coast, and extends from Lat. 57 to 54, sup- 
posed to be the same hinted at in Capt. Davis's second voyage. No 
bad accident happen'd to the Vessel, and the Men kept in perfect Health 
during the whole Voyage and return' d all well." 

Some of the subscribers at least were satisfied with Cap- 
tain Swaine's efforts, as is shown by the following newspaper 
item i 1 

"Philadelphia, November, 29. 

' ' Several of the principle Merchants and Gentlemen of this City, who, 
with other Merchants and Gentlemen of North America, subscribed to 
fitting out Captain Swaine, in the schooner Argo on the discovery of a 
North - West Passage, met at the Bull's Head, in this City, on the 23d 
Instant, and expressed a general Satisfaction with Captain Swaine's 
Proceedings during his Voyage, tho' he could not accomplish his Pur- 
pose, and unanimously voted him a very handsome Present." 

1 "The Pennsylvania Gazette," November 29th, 1753. 
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A more extended account of part of this voyage, than the 
one already quoted, was published by Thomas Jefferys in 
1768. 1 This account begins with the 2d of August, and 
omits all reference to the beginning of the voyage. There 
is a good deal of description of the Labrador Coast and of 
the various inlets which the Philadelphia expedition ex- 
plored. Much of the paper is taken up with speaking of 
meeting and trading with the " Eskemaux." Captain 
Swaine's name, and the schooner's name are not mentioned, 
but Captain Goff and the " snow" from London, on the con- 
trary, are spoken of. 

The same year there was another expedition in search of 
a northwest passage, of which nothing is known to me at 
present except a short passage in Captain Swaine's Journal. 2 
In this Captain Goff is reported as saying that on " the 9th 
of July joined Capt. Taylor in a Sloop of about 35 Tons, fit- 
ted out from Rhode Island to go in Pursuit of a North- West 
Passage; and if not successful, to come down on the coast 
of Labrador. Capt. Goff said he had learned by Capt. Taylor 
that the Philadelphia Schooner would be out." 

In the year 1754, another expedition was sent from Phila- 
delphia under Captain Swaine in search of a northwest 
passage. There are brief notices of this in two Philadelphia 
newspapers of October 24, 1754 : 

" Philadelphia, October 24. 

"On Sunday last, the Schooner Argo, Captain Swaine, arriv'd here, 
from a second Attempt of a Discovery of the North-west Passage, but 
without Success. The Particulars of the Voyage are not come to hand, 
but may be expected in a future Paper." 3 

"On Sunday last arrived here the Schooner Argo, Capt. Swain, who 

'"The Great Probability of a North West Passage," by Thomas 
Jefferys, London, 1768. The Appendix, pages 131-153, is entitled: 
' ' An Account of Part of the Coast and Inland Part of The Labrador, 
being an Extract from a Journal of a Voyage made from Philadelphia 
in 1753." 

2 "The Great Probability of a North West Passage," Appendix p. 
145. 

3 "The Pennsylvania Gazette," October 24, 1754. 
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was fitted out in the Spring, on a Discovery of the North-west Passage ; 
but having had three of his men killed by the Indians on the Labadore 
Coast, returned without Success." 1 

Among the manuscript letters in The Historical Society 
of Pennsylania, is the following one of Mr. Robert Levers, 

speaking of this expedition : 2 

[Pagel]. 
" Sir : Herewith is sent the Patent & c" by Mr. Gordon ; the Ballance 
coming to you out of the £20. after deduction of money paid to the Pro- 
prietaries & for Fees is £2.1.5. which is also herewith sent. 

I also send two letters for you, one left by Mr. William Peters, the 
other by Mr. William Coxe. 

I am sorry to hear you have your health so ill ; I hope now the 
Weather appears settled, you will mend and be restored. 

I am, Sir, Your humble servant, 

Robert Levers." 
P. S. The schooner in Search of the North West Passage is returned 
without any Hopes of success ; Poor Mr. John Patten, whom I suppose 
you remember, with two of the sailors, were killed by the Indians, being 
on an Island some distance from the Schooner fishing. 
William Parson Esquire. 

[Page 2.] 
"Oct. 1754 
" To William Parsons Esq re " 

There is another brief note about this voyage : 3 

" Philadelphia, November 14. 
"On Saturday last several Habits, wore by the Eskimaux Indians, 
who inhabit the southern parts of the Labrador, with their Utensils, and 
other Curiosities, belonging to that People, were delivered by Capt. 
Swaine into our Library, being a Present from the North- West Company 
to the Library Company of this City. " 

These specimens had disappeared from the Library before 
the year 1828, as is proved by the following paragraph: 4 

1 "The Pennsylvania Journal and Weekly Advertiser," October 24, 
1754. 

2 Bound into " The Great Probability of a North West Passage." 

3 "The Pennsylvania Gazette," November 14th, 1754. 

4 " The Register of Pennsylvania," edited by Samuel Hazard, January 
to July, 1828, pp. 381-382, article "North West Passage," republished 
from the "American Quarterly Review." 
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" They are not now in possession of the Library, and 
probably have been lost or destroyed. As they were pre- 
sented soon after Captain Swaine's return from the second 
voyage, they were probably collected during that voyage." 

In The Historical Society of Pennsylvania also, is the fol- 
lowing manuscript paper by Captain Swaine, 1 which shows 
what supplies were thought necessary Tor an Arctic expedi- 
tion in the seventeenth century. It also shows how Captain 
Swaine spelled his own name. 

[Page 1.] 
" An Estimate of the Expense for a future undertaking. 

20 Barrels Bread =£22 

13 do Pork 42.10 

7 do Beef & 1 of Sewett 20. 

8 do flour 10.10 

28 Bushells Corn & Cask 4.10 

9 Barrels Beer 9. 

14 do Cyder 11.4 

20 Bushell's Pease 7.10 

700 W Rice 5.7 

250 W Sugar 7.10 

600 A Stockfish 3. 

24 Bushells Salt 1.15 

5 do Barly 1.5 

5 do Oatmeal 2.10 

100 W Butter 2.10 

200 W Cheese 5. 

2 Barrels Vinegar 2. 10 

3 Tierces Molasses 14. 

4 do Bum 36. 

5 Jars Sweet Oyl 6. 

150 W Raisins 3.15 

2 boxes Candles 1.16 

Oyl for Lamps 1.10 

Pepper, Mustard & ground Ginger ... 1. 



£222.12 

[Page 2.] 
"Ship Carpenter's Acct. for caulking, putting on 
a new Coat and unhanging the rudder, . . . £15. 

1 Bound up in " The Great Probability of a North West Passage." 
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Mast Maker's Acct. for Booms, Gaffs, Bowsprit & 

top Sail yards, 6. 

Boat Builders Acct. repairing whaleboats ... 2. 

Rope Makers Acct 

Ship Chandler's Acct 10. 

Glasier's Acct 1. 

Painters Acct 3. 

Sail Maker's Acct. making New foresail, ... 3. 

Physick, compleating y box Sturlington [sic ?] . 6. 

Instrument Makers Acct 2. 

Blacksmith's Acct 2. 

Bricklayer's Acct 1. 

Wharfage 5. 

Stowing the Vessel 5. 

1 frame & Cross Cut Saw 

1 Barrel gun powder 8. 

Pilotage up & down 9 

£ " 

[Page 3.] 
"An account of Wages to be ad vane' d 

To the Master £ 9 

To Draughtsman & Mineralist 5 

To first Mate 5. 

To Second Mate 4.10 

To Carpenter 5 

To Boatswain 2.10 

To hands afore the Mast 18 

£ 49. " 
"Charles Swaine." 

[Page 4.] 
"Schooner Argo" 

As will readily be seen, these expeditions did not amount 
to much, as compared to Polar discovery in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Still they show that there was a 
healthy spirit for geographical research among the Ameri- 
can colonists. At least one Arctic coast was probably first 
explored by an American colonial, namely the Northeast 
coast of Labrador by Captain Swaine, and he should hence- 
forth be remembered among Arctic voyagers. Moreover, 
as there are at least four recorded voyages it is probable 
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that there were others which are either unrecorded, or whose 
records have escaped notice. 1 

One is in the " Annals of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania" by John 
F. Watson, enlarged by Willis P. Hazard, Philadelphia, 1877, Vol. II., 
p. 495. After a muddled account under the heading "North West 
Passage " it says that " the particulars of both voyages may be read on 
page 381 of my Ms Annals in the Historical Society of Pennsylvania," 
and on referring to this collection one finds the "particulars" is simply 
the article "North West Passage" dipt from Hazard's "The Register 
of Pennsylvania," June 1828, and pasted in Mr. Watson's scrap book. 
This article is really inserted between pp. 325 and 326 of this scrap 
book. 

A short notice of these voyages may also be found in "History of 
Philadelphia," 1609-1884, by J. Thomas Scharf and Thompson West- 
cott, Philadelphia, 1884, Vol. I. p. 246. And a longer account taken 
almost verbatim from the article in " The Pennsylvania Gazette," ap- 
pears in Thompson Westcott's "History of Philadelphia," in "The 
Sunday Dispatch," of which there is a copy in The Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania. 

In Justin Winsor's "Narrative and Critical History of America," 
Vol. VIII., pp. 81-82, in an article by Mr. Charles C. Smith : "Arctic 
explorations in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries" 1 is a short, 
accurate account of Captain Swaine's expeditions. 

1 Besides the authorities already mentioned, there are some brief 
notices of Captain Swaine's voyages of 1753 and 1754 in several books. 



